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. . The science ot nutrrtion, though young, has made great strides. It promises greater ones still with the use of radio isotopes and the electron microscope. Fortunately, newer knowledge of nutrition has paralleled a rising income and a more equitably distributed purchasing power. These factors combine to influence our agriculture and food processing techniques, and contribute to shifts in our dietary habits and in our food economy.
Fundamentally, however, food, aside from satisfying hunger, furnishes three things: 1) fuel for heat and energy; 2) structural materials for growth, upkeep, and renewal of body tissues; 3) substances regulating and maintaining bodily processes. These physiological facts are not changed even though we change our ways of life.
Within the past half-century our population has about doubled, but the number over sixty years of age has quadrupled. There is little point in prolonging life without maintaining as much health and mental vigor as possible. Despite many gaps in nutritional knowledge about the aging process, there is mounting evidence of the importance of nutrition on the effects of this process. The belief that older people should reduce food intake points up a need for high nutritive quality in their food.
With progressive mechanization in our lives, many people of all ages have greatly reduced the use of muscles. It is estimated that average work output has dropped from about 3,500 calories a day to about 2,500. The need for proteins, vitamins, and minerals is almost as great when doing light, as moderately heavy work. It is evident under these circumstances, that one requires a food intake higher in proteins, minerals, and vitamins, while lower in calories, in order to maintain a comparable level of health.
As food sources have moved farther from consumers, processing technology has become increasingly important in sustaining nutritive values of foods. Enrichment of bread and flour, canning processes, and the phenomenal growth of the frozen food industry raise the quality of our diet, as does our increased consumption of milk, vegetables, and fruits.
A few years ago the Department of Agriculture reported a more than forty-five percent increase in per capita food expenditure, resulting in a major redistribution of our food supply. It enabled many families to use more meat, milk, eggs, fruits, and vegetables. It also stimulated production of an almost bewildering array of new products, which complicate the factor of choice.
Improved eating habits do not necessarily follow increased income. Eating habits are entangled in psychological attitudes, personal likes and dislikes, racial and religious customs, as well as economic factors. It may be that the most effective way to circumvent obstacles to improvement in nutrition in our changing times, is to concentrate on nutritional education of children in the schools.
Two widely divergent experiments in Boston and Ithaca, New York, offer a challenging glimpse into the possibilities of improving health and prolonging life through proper --------l nutrrtion, A study at the Boston Lying-In Hospital has produced evidence that a good maternal diet during pregnancy not only affects the course of pregnancy and delivery, but influences the health of the infant.
The second study at Cornell University suggested that the secret of a vigorous and long life may lie in a diet which is low in high calorie starches, fats, and sugars but high in minerals, vitamins, and some proteins. It was further indicated that in order to extend the prime of life and postpone the degenerative processes of aging, such a diet must be instituted in early childhood and be constantly maintained. While the Cornell experiments were conducted with laboratory animals, many findings in the prevention of disease have stemmed from work with animals.
Length of life is determined by many variables, including heredity, mode of living, and the sequence of disease from the time of birth. It is increasingly apparent, however, that the chemistry of food within the body is possibly the most important factor of all. It is possible that slight dietary faults build up over the years and contribute toward serious physiologic disorders which have their inception long before clinical symptoms can be detected.
The science of nutrition is arming mankind with a mighty weapon of preventive medicine. Medical schools and physicians need increasing awareness and application of the knowledge provided by progress in this science. Reprinted from Nutrition News, December, 1956. •
